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Abstract 
Starting from two experiences focused on exploring ways to direct permanent and collaborative learning using digital content, we 
outline ways of learning that are fed by the Internet's culture of participation. The first experience is based on the content 
produced for various Summer Courses at the University of the Basque Country in San Sebastián, Spain, and is directed at 
enriching participants' learning process. The second experience is set within the context of reusing the digital cultural content 
available on the Internet and aims to offer narrative channels that direct the construction of shared meaning from various sources. 
In both cases, we put our primary focus on searching for the dynamics and spaces that encourage participants to approach content 
from an active, questioning and transformative perspective. 
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Approaching a conceptual starting point for inquiry 
Our work takes as its conceptual framework observations that have been made in various fields of knowledge. 
From these, heterogeneous perspectives can be drawn regarding the emerging reality that is coming from the growth 
in participatory culture on the Internet. 
The first voice that began to establish the conception of this culture goes back to the hacker movement that began 
in the sixties with a number of computer programmers who claimed that software should be free. They understood 
that openly sharing code would allow it to develop more quickly, efficiently, transparently, horizontally and 
inclusively, each one building upon the advances of the others (Stallman, 1985). This proposal involved a radical 
transformation of the traditional methods of organisation and operation that had been in place since the Industrial 
Revolution;  it  also  laid  the  foundations  of  an  ethic  that  seeks  to  change  the  order  of  values,  placing  peer  
collaboration at the core (Himanen, 2001). The subsequent transfer of these ideas to broader cultural arenas is also 
remarkable, and from that moment the focus shifted to the critical analysis and resignification of concepts such as 
community and copyright, and the role of the Internet as a virtual space where people are able to communicate and 
access information (Castells, 1997; Lessing, 2004 and 2008; Rheingold, 2004). Against this background, the 
business world and corporations have not been left out, signalling that in the information society collaboration and 
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the establishment of communities are necessary forces for democratizing innovation and development (Von Hippel, 
2005). 
Having briefly described the origins and status of the question at hand, we want to stress the growing importance 
that  Web  2.0  tools  are  having  on  the  proliferation  of  multimedia  content  on  the  Internet.  Such  resources  have  
experienced a meteoric rise in the last 4-5 years, and they have in turn greatly facilitated the trend towards 
participation and collaboration. Online spaces that enable people who do not have to have strong computer skills to 
publish content–sites such as YouTube, Flickr, etc.–turn any Internet user into a potential author. The result is that 
today we have a multitude of repositories that house more and more content, which means that users have a growing 
wealth of multimedia resources at their disposal. 
Against this background, our research project proposes to reuse online content to create narratives that help 
people to interpret reality, collective visions of the world that contribute to critical questioning and the 
transformation of reality. 
Our research is built on the basis of two experiments in which we explore innovative avenues for continuing and 
collaborative learning. We find ourselves at the first stages of our investigation, and what we present in this paper 
are only preliminary findings and conclusions that we have developed thus far; however, these will enable us to go 
more in depth and improve the implementation of the subsequent phases. 
2. Contextualizing the experiences 
Both of the experiences have been carried out thanks to the granting of two Euskadi + university-enterprise 
projects, which are subsidized by the Basque Government. 
 
- Context 1: The scene of the first experience was the Summer Courses of Donostia-San Sebastian, organised by 
the University of the Basque Country (http://udaikastaroak.i2basque.es). These courses have been running for 29 
years, and through our proposal we want to develop online support that will enable students and teachers to enrich 
the learning process, which until now had always been lecture-based. These courses usually last between 20-30 
hours and the people who attend them share a particular interest in the topics covered, generally resulting in 
heterogeneous groups made up of students, professionals, researchers, etc. 
From these courses, we chose six from different areas of knowledge–education, higher education, research, 
psychology, information science and communication–to carry out our pilot experience. We implemented an online 
platform for course management (Moodle), and an accompanying portfolio-social network (Mahara). We contacted 
the organisers of each course in order to gather the supporting materials they and other presenters used (slide shows, 
texts, and additional resources such as links to websites and blogs) and also we video recorded the meetings; 
everything was made available to students. We supplemented all this material by adding other elements (forums, 
wikis) to help us encourage participation and interaction among course participants (students and instructors), and 
establish a dynamic whereby they could contribute to the abovementioned content (Fleming, 2001). 
 
- Context 2: The context of the second experience is an exclusively online space. In this case, the educational 
activity targets the general public as its population, individuals who a priori do not have any distinctive features that 
link them together other than their cultural interests. The online space in this experiment is run by the Euskomedia 
Foundation, an organisation dedicated to the promotion of Basque culture by electronic means. 
To accomplish this, we installed a portfolio-social network (Mahara) where users can build groups around 
cultural issues that interest them and draw upon open source resources available from online repositories. In this 
way, through the appropriation and reuse of content from different repositories in coherent, threaded narratives, 
value is added to the inherent value the contents have on their own. Thus, by resignifying the content used while 
constructing the narrative, it inherits the meanings that the chosen elements bring with them, establishing dialogues, 
exchanges, re-readings, interpretations of meanings, of goods, and reality (Hernandez, 2007; Sonvilla-Weiss, 2010). 
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In this experience, the first step was to develop some orientating examples to serve as catalysts for future focal 




3. Analysing the meaning of participation 
Our methodological approach takes as its core the competencies defined by the MacArthur Foundation, 
competencies which have been identified as basic in order to fully engage in participatory culture (Jenkins et al., 
2006 and 2009): 
 
Our methodological approach takes as its core the competencies defined by the MacArthur Foundation, 
competencies which have been identified as basic in order to fully engage in participatory culture (Jenkins et al., 
2006 and 2009): 
 
x Play: The capacity to experiment with the surroundings as a form of problem solving.     
x Performance: The ability to adopt alternative identities for the purpose of improvisation and discovery. 
x Simulation: The ability to interpret and construct dynamic models of real-world processes. 
x Appropriation: The ability to meaningfully sample and remix media content. 
x Multitasking: The ability to scan the environment and shift focus onto salient details. 
x Distributed cognition: The ability to interact meaningfully with tools that expand mental capacities. 
x Collective intelligence: The ability to pool knowledge and compare notes with others toward a common 
goal. 
x Judgment: The ability to evaluate the reliability and credibility of different information sources. 
x Transmedia navigation: The ability to follow the flow of stories and information across multiple 
modalities. 
x Networking: The ability to search for, synthesise, and disseminate information. 
x Negotiation: The ability to travel across diverse communities, discerning and respecting multiple 
perspectives, and grasping and following alternative norms. 
 
But once we began with the experiences, we started to see that we had to identify other factors that were 
significantly interfering with subjects' behaviour in the virtual spaces created for them. The first thing we discovered 
was that students were repeatedly entering the online space, but they did so to download or consult materials; their 
active participation in the forums and in the other spaces for interaction and collaborative work was much less 
apparent. Concerned by this asymmetry, we decided to interview subjects via email to try to uncover what was 
behind the type of interaction they were engaging in. After analysing those interviews, we have able to see patterns 
that are helping us to understand what is happening and why. 
The research subjects' understanding of participation is the main factor behind their engaging in one type of 
participation or another, and it determines their response towards our educational proposal. 
Those who consider participation as a resource for both personal as well as collective development are the ones 
who have a more positive attitude towards participation geared towards their peers and are less worried about 
making their personal thoughts and opinions public, not to mention sharing information about themselves (who they 
are, their interests, the knowledge and experience they have, etc.). In contrast, those who view participation as a tool 
or as a way to acquire immediate knowledge about something for themselves are the ones who only show interest in 
interacting with the content and who consider active participation in the enhanced online educational space and peer 
interaction to be a "waste of time" or even unnecessary. 
From these results it is clear that subjects have different feelings towards the participatory culture, and that a 
majority either do not place value on collaboration among peers, or, in what amounts to the same thing, they 
understand participation only as a tool; the few who are willing to contribute pull back, and they too reduce their 
constructive and collaborative participation. 
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4. Future strategies and considerations for the next stages of study 
Initially, we had planned to take about 5-6 months to carry out the pilot experiment because we had not 
envisioned that the "passive" subjects–those who only interacted with the content–would hold back the students who 
had already joined the participatory culture and that consequently interaction and the collective construction of 
knowledge would be minimised. However, given the changes that the spaces are experiencing and the pedagogical 
resources that we initially provided, we believe it is necessary to let the experiments run longer. 
The next step we will take, given all the above, will be to design intervention strategies that will help subjects 
change their understanding of what participation is and which will serve as the intellectual scaffolding for the 
change. In light of the response we have received, we must also make a dramatic change in the dynamics of and 
channels for participation that we had originally proposed, and establish pedagogical mechanisms that stagger/space 
out and smooth out the change in the role that research subjects are expected to play; in other words, we have to 
guide students away from their role as passive consumers of information and into adopting a new attitude as active 
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